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This M.A. thesis aims to give a detailed analysis of Henderson the picaro in Saul 
Bellow’s novel Henderson the Rain King. Since the 1960s, many critics have written 
numerous critical articles and reviews about this novel and extensive analyses have 
been devoted to the main character. There have been at least three approaches to 
Henderson the protagonist: the mythic and archetypal approach, the existentialist 
approach and the humanistic analysis. This thesis focuses on the humanistic analysis of 
Henderson the Rain King, exploring the similarities and differences between a 
traditional picaro and Henderson the modern one. Though many critics have 
acknowledged the picaresque characteristics of the novel and much attention has been 
dedicated to the spiritual evolution of the main character, a careful examination will 
reveal that Henderson is a modern picaro who also embodies the telling characteristics 
of an exile. By applying Edward Said’s theory on exile, this thesis argues that Saul 
Bellow in Henderson the Rain King highlights the universal presence of exiles in 
spiritual terms and that Henderson’s eventual regeneration demonstrates Bellow’s 
humanistic idealism that exile can be of healing effects. 
This thesis is composed of three chapters in addition to an Introduction and a 
Conclusion. 
Chapter One reviews the history and characteristics of the picaresque genre, and 
special attention is given to its development in American literature. The background 
information of picaresque tradition will be important in understanding the relation of 
Henderson the Rain King to those classical picaresque works, especially concerning 
the trope of picaro characterization.   
Chapter Two explores the picaresque characteristics in Henderson the Rain King, 
and gives a detailed analysis of the picaro image in the novel, namely Henderson. This 
chapter discusses the similarities and differences between a traditional picaro and 
Henderson the modern one. It is the absence of financial worries and the deliberate 
spiritual quest that make Henderson a modern picaro.  
In Chapter Three, Said’s theory on exile is introduced to interpret the exilic 
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spiritual alienation and social dislocation strongly felt by an exile, which is also what 
Henderson the picaro shares in his life. In this chapter, Henderson is seen as an exile 
both in physical and spiritual terms. By discussing the reasons why Bellow claims 
Henderson a gentile character, the chapter comes to conclude that Saul Bellow makes 
Henderson a non-Jewish character to highlight the universal presence of exiles in 
spiritual terms in modern society.   
The last part of this thesis is a summary of the above three chapters: Saul Bellow 
succeeds in presenting a modern picaro in spiritual exile, a confused character who 
does not allow himself to be swallowed by the all-encompassing impact of spiritual 
confusion in his society. It also sums up the significance of the study of Henderson as 
an exile. His spiritual rebirth at the end of the novel shows Saul Bellow’s humanistic 
idealism that exile can be of healing effects. Though the ending of the book lacks a 
convincing account of whether Henderson succeeds in going back to and mingling 
with his American community, it does not diminish Bellow’s greatness and importance 
as an artist nevertheless nevertheless.  
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Saul Bellow (1915—2005) is considered one of the major representative Jewish 
American writers and even one of the greatest writers in contemporary American 
literature. His prolific writing career spanned more than 50 years and his vast body of 
work includes 10 novels, two collections of short stories, a number of novellas and 
plays and a variety of nonfiction. And he was probably the American writer who won 
the most honors, among which were three National Book Awards(for The Adventures 
of Augie March, Herzog, and Mr. Sammler’s Planet), one Pulitzer Prize(for Humboldt’s 
Gift), and a Presidential Medal. He was awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1976, 
with the Royal Swedish Academy citing his "exuberant ideas, flashing irony, hilarious 
comedy and burning compassion.” He articulated the experience and moral condition 
of the second half of the 20th century. He has been cited by many contemporary 
authors as a critical creative influence in literature. His status in the post-WW II period 
of American literature can only be compared to that of his predecessors Hemingway or 
Faulkner in the earlier part of the century.  
Undoubtedly one of the most written-about fiction writers of contemporary 
America, Bellow is praised for his vision, his ear for detail, his humor, and the 
masterful artistry of his prose. His works examine thoroughly and humanely the effects 
of cultural anxiety in American society in an age of technology and rationalism, 
existentialism, and the legacy of high modernism. Most of his novels, replete with 
Jewish characters, Jewish sensibilities, are stories of men greatly disenchanted by 
challenges and disappointments by the time they reach mid-life, but not destroyed in 
spirit. His fourth novel, Henderson the Rain King, is one of his masterpieces. Though 
generally believed to be Bellow’s most non-Jewish novel, it nevertheless attests to his 
defending spirit against nihilism and historicist pessimism. In this novel Bellow tries to 
restore the integrity of feeling, the meaning of ordinary existence, and the primacy of 
social contract to a society in which he perceives these things to be in eclipse. 
Henderson the Rain King (1959) is written after the picaresque tradition—Bellow 
lets his protagonist, Henderson the White American, tell in first person his adventures 
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recollections of his wild pre-Africa life. Though Henderson is financially rich and 
comes from a renowned family, he is still a picaro in that he doesn’t fit into his 
community. He has a problem dealing with people around him. None of his family 
members, friends, fellow soldiers or neighbors can understand him. He tries many 
ways to reduce the anger in his heart and seeks answers to his confusion in books, but 
to no avail. Spiritually alienated from society when he is at home, he is only a picaro in 
the figurative sense. But when he embarks on a journey to the heart of Africa in search 
of life truth and drifts from one tribe to the other, he becomes a picaro both in physical 
and spiritual terms.  
A picaresque novel is a full-length fictional work, often satirical in nature, in 
which the principal character is cynical and amoral. It is a genre of prose fiction that 
originated in Spain and depicts in realistic detail the adventures of a roguish hero. A 
series of incidents or episodes in the life of the protagonist is arranged in chronological 
order but not woven into a single, coherent plot. The term picaresque derives from 
picaro (rogue), the Spanish word for this genre’s protagonist, meaning “a mean 
character of evil and uncouth living.” The etymology of picaro, however，derives from 
the verb picar, meaning “to nibble at food; enter forcibly; attack with one’s tongue,” 
activities pursued by picaros or “kitchen boys.” This sense of the word dates from 
around 1525, but by 1545 the meaning had deteriorated to that of “a mean character of 
evil and uncouth living.” In addition to the anti-canonical purpose of the genre, the 
word-history of picaro indicates an important social factor in the formation of 
picaresque literature: in a climate of racial ideology supported by the Inquisition 
during the Counter-Reformation (1545-1650), nothing but a claim, even if false, to an 
untainted “pure descent” from the “nobility of honor” guaranteed a secure place in 
society. This left lower-class vagabonds and ethnic minorities out of the loop at a time 
when the class was rapidly increasing to fill the space left by the expulsion of 
non-converting Jews(in1492) and Moors (1502-1611), and finding its ranks swelled by 
the return of soldiers from the Dutch War of Liberation(1568-81) and the Armada 
against Britain(1588). As the representative of this class, the picaro was an outcast in 
life, yet in literature he gained extraordinary fame beyond the Iberian peninsula. 
Therefore, since the very beginning of this genre, the word picaro has always been 















traditional picaresque novels, picaros are economically impoverished and 
privilege-deprived. Lacking either resources or learning to make a decent living, they 
have no choice but to become a wanderer in society. Their roaming life is more of a 
survival instinct than a lifestyle choice. So picaros are outcasts in society both in literal 
and figurative terms. This image of being a social outcast and living without a station 
in life coincides with that of an exile. 
An exile literally means a person who is forced to live away from his or her native 
country. It is a subspecies of the more general notion of human mobility across 
geographic and political space. In recent centuries it most often takes the form of 
individual mobility (as opposed to collective migration and diaspora), although in a 
more primitive historical environment it can involve an entire nation, for example, the 
Jewish exile to Babylon or the exile of the Crimean Tartars under Starlin. In these later 
cases the element of forced displacement is present. Taken metaphorically, exile may 
stand for many things, in particular the pervasive feeling human beings often 
experience that they do not entirely belong in the sublunar world. But according to 
Edward Said the famous post-colonial theorist, though anyone prevented from 
returning home is an exile, there are appreciable distinctions between exiles and other 
groups of people who live in a foreign land, whether because of expulsion or voluntary 
absence—refugees, expatriates, and émigrés. Refugees are a creation of the 
twentieth-century state which carries political significance. The word refers to large 
herds of innocent and bewildered people requiring urgent international assistance, 
whereas “exile” carries with it a touch of solitude and spirituality (Said, “Reflections” 
181). Expatriates live in a foreign country usually for personal or social reasons. In 
other words, they give up residence in their homeland voluntarily. Said takes 
Hemingway and Fitzgerald living in France as an example and concludes that, because 
they are not forced to live in a foreign land, they don’t suffer the rigid proscriptions of 
exiles, though they may share the similar sense of solitude and estrangement. Finally, 
émigrés are different from exiles in that they have the possibility of choice. From his 
analysis of these words, we can see that it is the insurmountable spiritual suffering in 
an alien land that makes an exile one. However, Said is not alone in the literary world 
to point out the figurative connotation of the word “exile”. Critics are more and more 
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literature, we see an extreme case. In his definition, exile has little to do with physical 
location: “The word, and with it the self, is exiled from its meaning when it no longer 
connects one human being to another; the exile of the word is the exile of the self from 
the other, and therefore from itself” (Patterson 178). Patterson may sound a little 
extreme in his assertion to rid the word of its physical association, Said’s emphasis on 
the spiritual aspect of being an exile can’t be mistaken though.  
In his essay “Reflections on Exile,” Edward Said gives an insightful interpretation 
of the state of being an exile. According to him, exile, in a very acute sense, is the 
feeling of isolation, more spiritually than physically, from a nation, a group, or a 
community—“a solitude experienced outside the group: the deprivations felt at not 
being with others in the communal habitation” (“Reflections” 177). This very sense of 
alienation and marginalization, together with physical vagrancy, is exactly what is 
always associated with picaros. Starting from this shared quality, I think Said’s 
viewpoints on exiles are applicable to interpreting modern picaro images. What’s more, 
Said’s theory, especially his emphasis on the spiritual suffering on the exiles’ part, will 
serve as a better tool to analyze Henderson the picaro in Saul Bellow’s Henderson the 
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